In the first half of the twentieth century, long before most Americans had heard of Zen Buddhism, Shigetsu Sasaki (1882 -1945 , using his ordination name of Sokei-an, taught a small group of New Yorkers to sit silently in meditation and to empty their minds. His goal was to bring Buddha's teaching to the people of the United States even though he believed the time was not right and the people were not ready. Sasaki found himself in this unlikely, but rather Zen-like, position as a result of the travels of an earlier Zen master, Soyen Shaku (1859 Shaku ( -1919 . Soyen, after two trips to the United States, told a former student of his to gather a group of followers and go to California to open a zendo (Zen center). Sasaki was one of those followers.
Arriving in the United States in 1906, Sasaki remained there-with the exception of two trips to Japan to work with his teacher-until his death in 1945. During his residence he experienced discrimination, was spied upon by the FBI, and was interned for more than a year during World War II. Always an outsider and prohibited by law from becoming a citizen, he was the first Zen master to settle permanently and to bury his bones in America.
I have pieced together the story of Sasaki's life from a number of sources. In addition to Sasaki's Zen talks compiled and published by his students, Michael Hotz's comprehensive account of Sasaki's life, and Akiko Yamanaka's translations of essays by Sasaki published in Japan, I have used excerpts from Sasaki's correspondence and other documents held by the First Zen Institute of America. What emerged from these documents is a portrait of a vibrantly wise and funny man who was eager to take on the challenges of bringing Buddha's ancient teachings on no-self, impermanence, and emptiness to the materialistic, noisy, self-centered people of the United States.
The sources I consulted contradicted each other in minor detail, which was not surprising. Much of the material about Sasaki's early life was taken from recollections recorded decades after the fact, and in such instances memories can be expected to fade or to be embellished. What is more, by all accounts, Sasaki's English was heavily accented. His students frequently puzzled over his speech as much as they puzzled over their koans; thus, misunderstandings may have resulted in errors in the records preserved by his students. Finally, Sasaki often used anecdotes from his life to illustrate points in his Zen talks, and he was known for changing the stories each time he told them. Elizabeth Sharp, a magazine writer who had been a close friend of Sasaki during his Greenwich Village days and probably was a romantic partner as well, recalled in a 1963 letter that Sasaki "once told me that he could not tell a tale just as it happened, but had to embroider it. . . . He embroidered unimportant happenings but always told the truth about important matters." 1 Sasaki's encounter with the West began during the early years of his Zen studies, when he was summoned to the living quarters of his teacher, Sokatsu Shaku (1869 Shaku ( -1954 , and asked if he would accompany him to America. Sasaki, whose father was dead, agreed to go once his mother granted permission.
2 Sokatsu was acting on the plan of his own teacher, Soyen Shaku, who wanted to found an American zendo in which Zen Buddhism could be learned and practiced by lay people.
Sokatsu had first been schooled in Zen by Imakita Kosen (1816-1892), who trained lay people without requiring that they spend time in a monastery.
3 That was an unusual practice at the time in Japan, but one that was to become more common, especially after the profound changes of the Meiji Period , when the Japanese government began to support the Shinto religion at the expense of Buddhism. After Kosen's death in 1892, Sokatsu worked with Zen Master Soyen Shaku , who was also quite unconventional. When Sokatsu completed his training at age 29, he announced to Soyen that he wanted to be a monk, but, following the teachings of Kosen, did not want to live in a temple. 4 Soyen pointed out that Zen monks traditionally lived in a temple, where they were provided food and drink. But Sokatsu replied, "I believe that where there is Buddhism there is food, and where there is no food, there is no Buddhism." 5 Following custom, Sokatsu then, as described by Rick Fields, "embarked on a pilgrimage of great Zen temples," continuing through Burma, Ceylon, and India.
6 When Sokatsu returned to Japan, Soyen sent him to Tokyo to revive a defunct lay group that had been established by Kosen, 7 most likely to give Sokatsu experience working with lay practitioners of Zen. According to Fields, Sokatsu attracted about a dozen lay disciples, including several women.
